Emerging drugs for hepatic encephalopathy.
Hepatic encephalopathy (HE) is a severe complication of cirrhosis, seriously affecting the patients' quality of life. The classical approach aimed at reducing the production of gut-derived toxins, such as ammonia, is under debate as, at the moment, the information obtained from the clinical trials does not support any specific treatment for HE. i) To discuss present therapeutic strategies and possible future developments; ii) to identify areas of medical needs and iii) to suggest the ideal design and methodology for randomized controlled trials (RCTs) in HE. Current approaches were obtained from already available RCTs or from experimental animal studies. Those approaches developed from studies on HE pathophysiology were considered as working hypotheses for future therapies. Our competence in testing old and new treatment modalities by RCTs with appropriate clinically relevant end points should urgently be improved. The patients at risk of HE are identifiable, and studies specifically aimed at establishing whether HE may be prevented or not are needed. As far as new treatment modalities are concerned, RCTs on the modulators of the intestinal bacterial flora and on the molecular adsorbent recirculating system are already available, but further studies are needed to confirm these promising approaches.